The theory of social presence is perhaps the most popular construct used to describe and understand how people socially interact in online learning environments. However, despite its intuitive appeal, researchers and practitioners alike often define and conceptualize this popular construct differently.
Introduction
People are social creatures (Brown & Duguid, 2002; Read & Miller, 1995) . They learn and work in groups (Read & Miller, 1995) . The Internet evolved out of an effort to connect computers and information and therefore people. Since its early days, the Internet has grown exponentially (Madden, 2006) . However, unlike the early days when only scientists used it, people use the Internet today in a variety of different ways, including communicating with friends, family, and co-workers.
In addition to connecting with current friends and family, people also use the Internet to form new relationships (Madden & Lenhart, 2006) . As a result, some researchers have begun to describe the Internet as a social medium (Baym, Zhang, & Lin, 2004; Walther & Parks, 2002) .
However, just as the Internet can bring people together and be described as "social," it can separate people and be described as isolating and impersonal (Kraut, et al., 1998; Morahan-Martin & Schumacher, 2003; Nie, 2001) . Some researchers have reported examples of Internet addiction and dependence (Hiltz & Turoff, 1993) , and others have found that the more time that people spend on the Internet, the less time they spend with people in face-to-face social situations. Further, van Dijk (2006) determined that the Internet invites certain types of people to withdraw into the computer. Whether the Internet is a social medium, therefore, remains a heated debate in many ways (Kraut et al., 1998; Nie, Hillygus, & Erbring, 2002) . As states like Michigan begin to require high school students to take online courses to graduate (Watson, 2006) , and online enrollments at the college level continue to grow (Allen & Seaman, 2006) , the sociability-or isolation-of the Internet remains a nationwide concern.
The theory of social presence is perhaps the most popular construct used to describe and understand how people socially interact in online learning environments. However, despite its intuitive appeal, researchers and practitioners alike often define and conceptualize this popular construct differently. In fact, it is often hard to distinguish between whether someone is talking about social interaction, immediacy, intimacy, emotion, and/or connectedness when they talk about social presence. Therefore, the focus of this chapter is on outlining the evolution of the construct of social presence in an effort to understand better its relationship to online learning.
Background
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, researchers began to study the effects of computer-mediated communication (CMC) . Some concluded that CMC was inherently antisocial and impersonal (Walther, 1996; Walther, Anderson, & Park, 1994) . While Hiltz & Turoff (1993) acknowledged that interpersonal relationships might be fostered through CMC, early research suggested-and convinced others-that CMC was better at task-oriented communication (Walther & Parks, 2002) . These early CMC researchers turned to social presence theory to make sense of their findings. Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) originally developed the theory of social presence to explain the effect telecommunications media can have on communication. They defined social presence as the degree of salience (i.e., quality or state of being there) between two communicators using a communication medium. They posited that communication media differ in their degree of social presence and that these differences play an important role in how people interact (p. 65). They conceptualized social presence primarily as a quality of a communication medium that can determine the way people interact and communicate. From their perspective, people perceive some media as having a higher degree of social presence (e.g., video) and other media as having a lower degree of social presence (e.g., audio). More importantly, they believed that a medium with a high degree of social presence is seen as being sociable, warm, and personal, whereas a medium with a low degree of social presence is seen as less personal. CMC researchers later used this to theory to explain that CMC was inherently impersonal because nonverbal and relational cues-common in face-to-face communication-are filtered out of CMC (Walther & Parks, 2002) .
Social Presence Theory

The Importance of Settings
Early researchers, though, studied CMC primarily in organizational or business settings; that is, early on, they conducted very little research on CMC in educational settings. Educational settings-specifically classroom settings-have different dynamics that researchers consider when studying CMC because no such thing as a typical CMC message exists (Herring, 2007) . Much of the meaning and significance of CMC depends on its surrounding discourse (Herring, 2007) , and the surrounding discourse in educational settings-specifically online educational settings-is very different from that in business settings (Gee, 2007) .
Education is a social practice (Lafey, Lin, & Lin, 2006; Shea, Frederickson, Pickett, & Swan, 2001 ); consequently, any formal learning environment must be able to support the social practice and process of learning (Shea et al., 2001) . Earlier on though, people criticized online education because they believed that the absence of social cues would interfere with teaching and learning (Berge & Collins, 1995) . Despite this criticism, online education continues to grow as access to the Internet increases; in fact, enrollments in online education continue to grow each year (Allen & Seaman, 2006; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006) . However, despite occasional reports of loneliness and isolation (Grubb & Hines, 2000; Robinson, 2000) , proponents and practitioners of online education argue that online education and CMC can support the social practice of learning. Even though nonverbal and relational cues are filtered out, these researchers have argued that CMC can still be very social and interpersonal (Gunawardena, 1995; Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997) and at times even hyperpersonal (Walther, 1996) .
Further, as researchers (Gunawardena, 1995; Tu, 2000) began examining the sociability of online education, these new researchers began to question the degree to which the attributes of a communication medium-in this case the cues filtered out of CMC systems-determine how people socially interact and are perceived as "being there" when communicating online (Danchak, Walther, & Swan, 2001; Gunawardena, 1995; Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Tu, 2000) .
Evolving Social Presence Theory
As a result, these researchers began questioning and further developing the theory of social presence developed by Short et al. (1976) . They argued, based on their experience and research, that participants in online discussions, using text alone, are able to project their personalities into online discussions and create social presence (Swan, 2003; Swan & Shih, 2005) . They found that online learners are able to present themselves as being "real" as well as "connect" with others when communicating in online learning environments by doing such things as using emoticons, telling stories, and even using humor (Rourke et al., 2001; Swan, 2003) . Thus, a user's personal perceptions of social presence and the behaviors used to make up for the cues that are filtered out matter just as much, if not more, than a medium's supposed capabilities. This new line of research sparked a renewed interest in the sociability of online learning, social presence, and CMC as evidenced in the increased amount of literature focused on social presence.
Social presence is now a central concept in online learning. For instance, social presence has been listed as a key component in theoretical frameworks for learning networks (Benbunan-Fich, Hiltz, & Harasim, 2005) and distance education (Vrasidas & Glass, 2002) . Researchers have shown-in varying degrees-a relationship between social presence and student satisfaction (Gunawardena, 1995; Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Richardson & Swan, 2003) , social presence and the development of a community of learners (Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001; Rovai, 2002) , and social presence and perceived learning (Richardson & Swan, 2003) . Just as earlier researchers of CMC (Kiesler, 1986; Kiesler, Siegel, McGuire, 1984) used social presence theory to explain why CMC was inherently impersonal, later researchers (Gunawardena, 1995; Tu, 2000) reconceptualized social presence theory-focusing less on the medium and more on people-to explain how CMC in online learning environments can be very personal and social.
Social Presence and Online Learning
Social presence theory has a complex history. To better understand how this complex history has evolved over the years, it is important to look at influential and related research on social presence, competing theories of social presence, and finally some ways that contemporary researchers define, operationalize, and study social presence.
Influential and Related Research on Social Presence
Short et al. were members of the Communications Studies Group (CSG) at the University College in London. The CSG consisted of roughly 30 researchers conducting experiments in the 1970s on communication media (Pye & Williams, 1978) . Interestingly, The Social Psychology of Telecommunications appears to be the only joint publication of Short et al. Despite this, each of them conducted a number of studies on the effects of communication media during the 1970s (e.g., Short, 1974; Christie & Holloway, 1975; Christie & Kingan, 1977; Williams, 1975; Williams, 1977; Wilson & Williams, 1977) .
1 Their research focused on comparing people's attitudes toward different communication media (e.g., face-to-face, audio, video). The following paragraphs will briefly summarize a few key findings from this early research that later influenced the development of and people's understandings of social presence theory.
The majority of their early research focused on the assumed importance of the visual channel of communication. Short (1974) , Christie (1974) , and Williams (1975) initially found that communication media were strengthened by the addition of a visual channel. Christie (1974) reported from one study that, visual media were … more useful for complex group discussions, private conversations and non-private dyadic conversations. Thus, the presence of visual channel appears to be perceived as an important advantage of a communications medium. (p. 367)
However, as more research was conducted (e.g., Christie & Kingan, 1977; Williams, 1975) it became apparent that the value of a visual channel was more situational than originally thought. For instance, research began to show that the importance of a communication medium depended largely on the task at hand. In fact, according to Christie (1974) , "it is clearly misleading to conceptualize different media as lying along a single dimension of acceptability or usefulness. Their perceived usefulness varies according to the application considered" (p. 368). People might want a less intimate or immediate communication medium for certain tasks (Williams, 1975) . For instance, Williams (1975) suggested "that with tasks of very high intimacy-perhaps very embarrassing, personal or conflictual ones-the least immediate medium, the telephone, would lead to more favorable evaluations than either or the more immediate media" (p. 128). Further, Williams (1978a) showed that tasks that are low on interpersonal involvement and cooperative in nature can easily be accomplished by audio or video conferencing; however, tasks that are higher on interpersonal involvement "are sensitive to the substitution of telecommunications for face-to-face interaction" (p. 127).
For the most part, these early communication researchers were not concerned with the role of the visual channel of communication on educational or instructional tasks. Williams (1978a) though argued that "tele-education seems especially promising since educational activities are primarily for cooperative problem-solving and the transmission of information-activities which have been shown to be almost unaffected by the medium of communication used" (p. 129). Williams (1978a) intelligently pointed out though in the very same article that our knowledge about the role of mediated communication is far from complete-as was our understanding of how people learned in the late 1970s.
Their later research, among other things, showed that while visual cues are helpful, they are not necessary for people to communicate effectively (Christie & Kingan, 1977, p. 272) . Also, contrary to previous theories, Williams (1978b) found that physical presence may be even more important for people communicating than visual communication (p. 101). Results like these began to call for a more complex explanation for the role of visual cues in the communication process, which Williams (1978b) thought might be found in social presence theory.
Competing Theories of Social Presence
The theory of social presence developed by Short et al. (1976) was only one of a number of theories used to explain the influence communication media have on communication. Three popular competing theories of social presence-especially during the 1980s-were Cuelessness Theory developed by Rutter (1984 Rutter ( , 1987 , Media Richness Theory developed by Daft & Lengel (1984 , 1986 Daft, Lengel, & Trevino, 1987) , and Social Information Processing Theory developed by Walther (1996; Walther & Parks, 2002) . The first two theories (like Social Present theory) have been described as deficit models because they focus on the cues that are filtered out while idealizing faceto-face communication as the gold standard of communication (Thurlow, Lengel, & Tomic, 2004) .
Each of these competing theories will be addressed briefly in the following sections in an effort to illustrate the zeitgeist of the 1980s and early 1990s-a time that led to the reconceptualization of Short et al.'s theory of social presence.
Cuelessness. Working from a similar theoretical framework as Short et al. (1976 ), Rutter (1984 , 1987 Rutter, Pennington, Dewey, & Swain, 1984; Kemp & Rutter, 1986 ) developed the cuelessness model. Rutter was concerned with the over-emphasis placed on the importance of eyecontact when two people communicate. As a result, he and his colleagues (1984) set forth to challenge the intimacy model developed by Argyle and Dean (1965) and later Argyle and Cook (1976) . They argued that previous research had focused too much on looking and eye-gaze and not enough on the mutual gazing back and forth. Like Williams before, Rutter et al. (1986) found that what matters when communicating is visual access to the entire person rather than simply access to another's eyes. Rutter et al. argued that it was the combined social cues-from vision and other senses-that mattered more than simply eye-contact.
The cuelessness model essentially claims that the fewer social cues, the greater the psychological distance between two communicators . Further, Rutter and his colleagues argued that the greater the psychological distance between two people the more likely communication will be task oriented and depersonalized (Kemp & Rutter, 1986; Rutter, 1984; Rutter et al., 1986) . In fact, Rutter (1989) and colleagues found that the number of social cues-that is, both visual and physical presence cues-decreased when people used a closed-circuit television (i.e., visual cues), versus a curtain and wooden screen (i.e., no visual cues), versus audio (i.e., neither visual or physical cues) to communicate with each other.
Media Richness. Another competing theory that emerged during the 1980s is the theory of media richness. Lengel (1984, 1986) developed the theory of Media Richness. Whereas
Rutter and colleagues were aware of the work of Short et al., Daft and Lengel never explicitly acknowledge the work of Short et al. (1976) . Daft and Lengel (1984) were focused primarily on information processing behaviors in organizations. More specifically, they were interested in a concept they called information richness They posited that communication media can determine the richness of information (Daft & Lengel, 1986) . They argued that face-to-face communication has the highest richness whereas numeric communication (e.g., spread sheet with numbers) has the lowest. According to Daft and Lengel (1986) , a "medium's capacity for immediate feedback, the number of cues and channels utilized, personalization, and language variety" (p. 560) all influence its degree of information richness.
Social Information Processing. The last of the three competing models is the Social Information Processing model developed by Walther (1992 Walther ( , 1994 Walther ( , 1996 . Walther developed his model in response to the previous "deficit" theories. Whereas previous researchers were interested in media effects across various communication media, Walther focused primarily on CMC. He criticized previous research, like that addressed earlier in this chapter, for a number of reasons. First, the majority of the early research was conducted in experimental settings that failed to mirror how people communicate with different media in the real world (1992). Second, these early studies and researchers assumed that the absence of visual cues led to an absence of sociability. Third, they assumed that task-oriented communication lacked relational and social communication. And fourth, they failed to acknowledge that just as cues are filtered out, other cues are filtered into CMC and therefore CMC has some affordances that face-to-face communication does not (Walther, 1996; Walther & Parks, 2002) . Walther (1992) argued that human's social nature is the same in CMC and face-to-face environments. Given enough time, he believed that people will finds ways to compensate for any cues that are filtered out in CMC. The social information processing model essentially posits that given enough time, CMC can be very personal and even hyperpersonal (Walther, 1992 (Walther, , 1996 .
Previous research tended to put time restrictions that Walther believes diminished the possibility of interpersonal and relational communication. Walther also found that previous interaction between communicators influenced how people communicated online. Further, Walther (1994) found that the possibility of future interaction influenced the degree to which people socially interacted online.
Finally, he found that the way users used emoticons also influenced interpersonal communication online. In summation, Walther's social information processing model argued that "given the same investment of time and commitment, relational quality in CMC will be the same as face-to-face communication" (Thurlow, Lengel, & Tomic, 2004, p. 249) . 
Focused on Online Learning
Defining Social Presence
Given the evolution of social presence theory, it is probably not surprising that there is not a clear, agreed upon, definition of social presence (Rettie, 2003; Tu, 2002b) . In fact, nearly everyone who writes about social presence seems to define it just a little differently. To complicate matters, related terms such as presence, copresence, and telepresence are used to describe similar things (and sometimes even the same thing) as social presence.
Presence is a key theoretical construct used in a variety of disciplines besides communication and online learning-most notably virtual reality (see Biocca, 1997) . In fact, Lombard and Ditton (1997) identified six interrelated (and cross-disciplinary) but distinct ways people understand Despite attempts by Lombard and Ditto (1997) and Biocca et al. (2003) to develop some conceptual clarity about presence in general or social presence in particular, researchers of social presence and CMC in educational environments continue to redefine and categorize social presence (Picciano, 2002) . For Gunawardena (1995) , social presence was "the degree to which a person is perceived as a 'real person' in mediated communication" (p. 151). Garrison et al. (2000) , on the other hand, defined social presence "as the ability of participants in a community of inquiry to project themselves socially and emotionally, as 'real' people (i.e., their full personality), through the medium of communication being used" (p. 94). Tu and McIsaac (2002) defined social presence as "the degree of feeling, perception, and reaction of being connected by CMC to another intellectual entity through a text-based encounter" (p. 140). Finally, for Picciano (2002) , social presence in an online course "refers to a student's sense of being in and belonging in a course and the ability to interact with other students and an instructor" (p. 22).
Definitions of social presence, at least for researchers of social presence and online learning, tend to fall on a continuum. At one end of the continuum, researchers tend to conceptualize social presence as the degree to which a person is perceived as being "real" and being "there." These definitions tend to focus on whether someone is able to project him or herself as being "real" in an online environment and whether others perceived this person as being there and being real. In fact, Williams (1978a) defined social presence in this way when he defined social presence as "the feeling of contact obtained…" across various communication media (p. 127). At the other end of the continuum, researchers tend to go beyond whether someone is perceived as being "present"-that is, simply "there" or "real"-but focus on whether there is an interpersonal emotional connection between communicators. It is important to note, though, that on this end of the continuum, there tends to be an assumption that the interpersonal and emotional connection that communicators establish when there is social presence is a positive connection (Wise, Chang, Duffy, & Del Valle, 2004) .
Finally, like most continuums, the majority of researchers find themselves somewhere in the middle-placing a little bit of emphasis on an emotional connection-rather than on the ends of the continuums.
Operationalizing and Measuring Social Presence
The differences in how researchers define social presence might seem minor but they end up having significant consequences on how people conceptualize social presence. For instance,
Garrison et al. focused on students (or instructors) ability to project themselves as "real" whereas Picciano focused more on student's sense of belonging to a community. Issues of definition are important because the way researchers define social presence influences how they measure social presence and the conclusions they draw.
After all the theorizing, researchers need to be able to identify, measure, and test their theories about social presence. As researchers of CMC and online learning began to reconceptualize social presence, rather than use the techniques developed and utilized by past researchers-perhaps in part because of Walther's critique of these techniques-they began to look for new ways to study social presence. Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) , Rourke et al. (2001) , and Tu (2002b) have each been very influential in developing ways to study social presence. But just like in the mid-1970s-when researchers either studied social presence by observing user behavior or examining users attitudes (Christie, 1974 )-researchers in this third wave of social presence research have tended to either focus on user's attitudes or behaviors online. For instance, Gunawardena and Zittle as well as Tu focused primarily on studying user's attitudes whereas Rourke et al. focused on studying user's behaviors. Regardless of their focus, these researchers have heavily influenced most of the studies on social presence and CMC. Therefore, in the following paragraphs, I briefly summarize how each of these researchers studied social presence.
Social Presence Scale. Gunawardena (1995; Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997 ) conducted some of the earliest studies on social presence and CMC in an education setting. In her first article, Gunawardena (1995) had student's rank 17 bi-polar scales on a 5-point likert-type scale (from negative to positive). For instance, she asked students whether CMC was more socialable or unsocialable or more warm or cold. The bi-polar scales she used appear to focus on user's perceptions of the medium more than the degree to which others are perceived as "real" or "there." In a later more influential article, Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) reported on additional data collected with an instrument called the Social Presence Scale. The Social Presence Scale was similar to the previous scale used by Gunawardena, but instead of responding to bi-polar scales (which were similar to the semantic differential technique used by Short et al.) , students were asked to rank 14 questions on a scale of 1 to 5. For instance, one question asked students to rank, on a scale of 1 to 5, to what degree they agree or disagree that, CMC is an excellent medium for social interaction. The Social Presence Scale was tested for internal consistency (Alpha = .88); Gunawardena and Zittle concluded that it investigated the construct of social presence more directly than the previous scale.
Social Presence Indicators. Unlike Gunawardena and Zittle who measured social presence through a self-report questionnaire, Rourke et al. (2001) Educational Research Association (AERA) that these indicators might need to be revisited to ensure that they do not need to be revised (Arbaugh, et al., 2008) .
Social Presence and Privacy Questionnaire. Tu (2002b) criticized early research on social presence that used the same semantic differential technique as Short et al. (1976 ) (e.g., Gunawardena, 1995 continued to use online privacy as a dimension of social presence in later studies (Tu & Corry, 2004; Tu & McIsaac, 2002) . Despite the strengths of his survey, Tu and McIsaac (2002) later determined as the result of a mixed method study, using the SPPQ and a dramaturgy participant observation qualitative approach, that there are "more variables that contribute to social presence" than previously thought. Therefore, Tu and McIsaac concluded that social presence was more complicated than past research suggested. Specifically, they found that the social context played a larger role than previously thought.
These three examples are evidence that there is still little agreement on how to measure social presence (Lin, 2004; Stein & Wanstreet, 2003) . Just as Tu criticizes how Gunawardena measured social presence, others have criticized and modified Tu's work (Henninger & Viswanathan, 2004) .
Also, while social presence has been presented as a perceptual construct, Hostetter and Busch (2006) point out that relying solely on questionnaires (i.e., self-report data) can cause problems because "respondents may be providing socially desirable answers" (p. 9). Further, Kramer, Oh, and Fussell (2006) point out that self-report data "are retroactive and insensitive to changes in presence over the course of an interaction [or semester]" (p. 1). But at the same time, even the scale created by Rourke et al. (2001a) has been modified by Swan (2003) and later by Hughes, Ventura, and Dando (2007) ; moreover, Hughes et al. also questioned the usefulness of "reducing social presence to an overall number" (p. 27) as Rourke et al. did.
Researchers need "a multifaceted presence instrument, one that examines presence more than single items and addresses the construct more by evaluating specific behaviors rather than a global effect" (Russo & Benson, 2005, p. 60) . However, it is likely that any multifaceted instrument would be influenced by the work of Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) , Rouret et al. (2001) , and/or Tu (2002b) because most researchers continue to use (or adapt) the instruments created by these researchers.
Therefore, any study of social presence should at least acknowledge how its methodology has been influenced by these early pioneers.
Future Trends
Despite failing to meet initial estimates of growth (Shank & Sitze, 2004) , enrollments in online courses and programs continue to grow dramatically each year (Allen & Seaman, 2006; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006) . This growth, coupled with the people's concerns with the Internet, will nearly ensure that researchers, policy makers, and practitioners will continue to debate the sociability of the Internet and the role that online learning should play in our future. The third wave of research on social presence will likely give birth to a fourth wave of research on social presence. During the fourth wave, it is likely that researchers will begin to employ multiple and mixed method approaches (e.g., like the work of Swan and Shih, 2005) of studying social presence that focus on, among other things, the socially situated and contextual nature of social presence. Further, researchers and practitioners alike will have to consider a new host of things related to social presence with the 21 continued blurring of boundaries between classroom and fully online courses as well as between course bound communication tools (e.g., discussion forums) and non-course bound tools (e.g., Facebook and Twitter).
Conclusion
Despite initial concerns about the sociability of the Internet, researchers of social presence and CMC have demonstrated that indeed online learners can project themselves online and be perceived as being there and being real. However, given the history and evolution of social presence theory, coupled with the multitude of ways that researchers define and operationalize social presence, researchers as well as practitioners must begin to question what we know and do not know about social presence. Regardless of one's perspective, one thing is clear, researchers need to continue to study social presence using multiple and mixed methods as well as how it manifests and changes in different contexts.
